More than 15 years ago, I began working at a hospital where a patient refused to receive care provided by a Black nurse. Fortunately, the nurse immediately escalated the situation to the nursing supervisor. Very quickly, the president of the hospital visited the patient and informed her that we hire our nurses based on their competence, not based on the color of their skin. The president then informed the patient that if she was uncomfortable with our caregivers, we would arrange for the patient to be transferred to another facility. This was our policy and was well known by nurses, physicians, other staff, administration, and patients. In fact, we rarely needed to remind patients of this practice. As chief nursing officer at the organization, I discussed this with every newly hired nurse and patient care technician. Regardless of color, staff members were supportive of-and even delighted by-the policy. Some expressed surprise, because practices differed elsewhere. Some nurses told me they would willingly forgo an assignment for a patient who did not want to receive care from them; however, they appreciated the ability to make the decision for themselves rather than have the decision made for them. One nurse summed it up by telling me the policy made her feel respected as a professional nurse.
I thought this issue was put to rest. Imagine my surprise when I picked up the book Small Great Things by Jodi Picoult (2016) . This novel addresses the contemporary social issue of racism. Picoult uses three voices to tell the story: a Black labor and delivery nurse, a White supremacist, and a liberal White attorney. While this is a work of fiction, it touched me significantly because the labor and delivery nurse experienced racism on the part of her patient, with no support from colleagues or administration. In fact, the nurse was the recipient of institutional racism.
Even more disturbing, this issue continues to challenge health care systems in real life. In October 2017, Michelle Acklen, a Black nurse, sued Spectrum Health System for granting a White patient's request for no Black caregivers (Agar, 2017) . A supervisor told Acklen that a patient no longer wanted Black caregivers or nurses. Acklen said the patient's request was granted and that she had to change patients with a White nurse.
In the lawsuit, attorney Julie Gafkay wrote, "(Acklen) felt harassed, humiliated and discriminated against as a result of the segregation of her job duties and being unable to perform her job responsibilities because of her race." Furthermore, When I accessed the article online, 154 comments were posted. Some were supportive of the nurse, others supportive of the patient's right to select his or her own caregiver. Some viewed this as a "money grab." All missed a key aspect of the case-the marginalization, humiliation, and devaluing experienced by the nurse, and the institutional racism that allowed it to occur. What difference does this mean for transcultural nursing?
We need to acknowledge that racism is real and is more than stereotypes and individual prejudice. Racism combines prejudice with power. It may be conscious or unconscious, active or passive. When we consider the history of the United States, White superiority has been used to justify slavery, the slaughter of American Indians, and the exclusion of non-White and non-Christian immigrants. Our government and social institutions have created advantages that disproportionately channel wealth, power, and resources to White people. This affects everyone, whether we are aware of it or not.
We cannot create equality by pretending that race does not exist. Professing to be "color blind" denies any role in perpetuating systemic racism, or any responsibility to help dismantle it. To combat racism, we need to identify and remedy social policies and institutional practices that advantage 747687T CNXXX10.1177/1043659617747687Journal of Transcultural NursingLudwig-Beymer editorial2017 1 Principal Consultant, Naperville, IL, USA some groups at the expense of others. After all, institutional racism is perpetuated by those who fail to challenge it.
In her author's note at the end of Small Great Things, Jodi Picoult (2016) writes that she has long wanted to write about American racism. She acknowledges that talking about racism is difficult but that people need to have this discussion.
As a White, middle class woman and a transcultural nurse, I echo these sentiments. Transcultural nursing has always been about understanding the experiences of others. I was first drawn to transcultural nursing because of its inclusiveness. We must all make a conscious choice to challenge the historically based, institutionally perpetuated system of domination and exploitation of people of color. And we must actively oppose both subtle and overt forms of racism.
